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POLYVICTIMIZATION IN LATER LIFE

Funder Disclaimer
The Polyvictimization in Later Life Project is supported by 
Award Number 2012-VF-GX-K014 to the National 
Committee for the Prevention of Elder Abuse (NCPEA) 
from the Office for Victims of Crime, Office of Justice 
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. 
The opinions, findings, and conclusions or 
recommendations expressed in this project and its 
communications are those of the contributors, and do 
not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of 
the U.S. Department of Justice.
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Disclaimer
This and all materials produced as part of this project do not 
constitute legal advice, clinical guidance or professional 
recommendations regarding how any specific allegation or case 
of elder abuse should be handled. 
The content is not intended to guide or recommend responses to 
individual matters which must be addressed in accordance with 
local laws, jurisdictional procedures, standards of practice, and 
sound professional judgment along with careful consideration 
of the facts of the specific case or problem.
If there are concerns about specific cases or matters, 

consultation with legal, clinical, and/or other experts may be 
needed.
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The National Committee for the 
Prevention of Elder Abuse

An association of 
researchers, 
practitioners, educators, 
and advocates dedicated 
to protecting the safety, 
security, and dignity of 
America's most 
vulnerable citizens. 
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POLYVICTIMIZATION IN LATER LIFE

MISSION:  To prevent abuse, neglect, and 
exploitation of older persons and adults with 
disabilities through:

▪ Research 
▪ Advocacy 
▪ Public and professional awareness 
▪ Interdisciplinary exchange
▪ Coalition building
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NCPEA
 Conducts research and exchanges findings  
 Identifies critical information needs  
 Promotes interdisciplinary collaboration 
 Provides  information and training  
 Grows coalitions & raises awareness  
 Advocates for best practice and policy 
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Accomplishments 
 Journal of Elder Abuse and Neglect
 State and local coalitions 
 Advocacy
 National Forums 
 Consulting on the Elder Justice Act
 Evaluation  
 Training  
 International leadership
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▪ Mission: strengthen Adult Protective Services programs in 
order to improve the safety and independence of older 
persons and adults with disabilities who are victims of 
abuse, neglect, self-neglect, or financial exploitation

▪ The national voice of vulnerable adults, advocating for the 
services they need, and for Adult Protective Services (APS) 

▪ A membership organization with representation in every 
state. 

▪ Promotes awareness, training and research



▪ Funded by the Administration for Community Living to 
establish the first National APS Resource Center to 
provide training, technical assistance and access to 
research to Adult Protective Services (APS) practitioners

▪ Hosts the only national, annual conference on elder 
abuse, abuse of adults with disabilities and APS

▪ Undertaking a national APS certificate initiative with 
funds from the Archstone and Wells Fargo Foundations 
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Project Overview
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Project Background
Cooperative Grant Source: U.S. Department of 
Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office for Crime 
Victims
Grant Recipient: National Committee for the 
Prevention of Elder Abuse
Grant Period: 2013-2015
www.preventelderabuse.org
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POLYVICTIMIZATION IN LATER LIFE

Project Goals
▪ To describe how a polyvictimization 

perspective may improve the 
understanding of and response to older 
adults experiencing multiple 
victimizations and resultant trauma

▪ To improve the capacity of diverse 
professionals to address the needs of 
older victims of polyabuse
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National Partners
▪ International Association of Forensic Nurses
▪ Justice Solutions
▪ National Adult Protective Services Association
▪ National Association of Area Agencies on Aging
▪ National Center of Elder Abuse
▪ National Family Justice Center Alliance
▪ National Sexual Violence Resource Center
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Project Core Team
▪ Trudy Gregorie, Justice Solutions
▪ Candace Heisler, JD, Heisler & Associates

▪ Kathleen Quinn, National Adult Protective Services 
Association

▪ Holly Ramsey-Klawsnik, PhD, Klawsnik & Klawsnik 
Associates

▪ Karen A. Roberto, PhD, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 
State University

▪ Pamela B. Teaster, PhD, University of Kentucky
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Project Contributors
▪ Georgia Anetzberger, PhD, ACSW, LISW, Cleveland State University and 

Department of Medicine at Case Western Reserve University

▪ Erin Miller, MPS, MDV, CTSS, CASAC-T, Coordinator, Domestic 
Violence/Sexual Assault Program, Newton-Wellesley Hospital, MA

▪ Beth Rosenthal, M.S., Principal, Collaboration & Change LLC

▪ Dan Sheridan, PhD, RN, Goldfarb School of Nursing  at Barnes-Jewish 
Hospital; Flinders University School of Nursing and Midwifery; and 
Johns Hopkins University School of Nursing (Ret)
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Project Products

▪ Extensive research and practice literature review

▪ National Forum on Polyvictimization in Later Life

▪ Development of interdisciplinary e-learning curriculum

▪ Training and information dissemination
▪ Web-based e-learning
▪ Terra Nova DVD and training guide
▪ Webinars
▪ Conference presentations
▪ Articles submitted for publication
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Definition

Developed based on the 
practice and literature review, 
Forum findings, and 
professional expertise of the 
Project team
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Polyvictimization in Later Life

When a person aged 60+ is harmed 
through multiple co-occurring or 
sequential types of elder abuse by 
one or more perpetrators, or
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Polyvictimization in Later Life

When an older adult experiences one 
type of abuse perpetrated by multiple 
others with whom the older adult has a 
personal, professional or care recipient 
relationship in which there is a societal 
expectation of trust 
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Perpetrators

Those with special access:
▪ Intimate partners
▪ Family members
▪ Fiduciaries
▪ Paid and unpaid service providers
▪ Residents in care settings

20



POLYVICTIMIZATION IN LATER LIFE

Project Examining
▪ Impact on victims
▪ Whether certain forms co-occur 

more frequently than others
▪ Impact on other persons, 

systems and professionals
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Selected Research Findings
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Polyvictimization in Later Life
▪ The child abuse field has defined polyvictimization 

as:
• A person’s experience of several varieties of 

victimizations or exposures to violence, crime, and 
abuse (Finkelhor, Turner, Hamby and Ormrod, 2011)

▪ Elder abuse lit describes “multi-faceted abuse,” 
“multiple victimization,” “hybrid” or “co-occurring 
forms of elder abuse” 

▪ This is the first project to define “polyvictimization” and 
to attempt to conceptualize it in the elder abuse field
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Lit Review – Key Findings
▪ Substantial evidence that elder abuse 

cases frequently involve polyabuse
▪ Older adults experiencing more than one 

type of abuse appear to be at higher risk 
for dire consequences than those 
experiencing single form abuse, even if 
that form occurs more than once  
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Literature Review
▪ Late life polyvictimization occurs in a 

variety ways and may involve one or 
multiple perpetrators

▪ All five types of elder abuse (i.e., 
physical, emotional, sexual, and financial 
abuse and care provider neglect) co-
occur in various combinations frequently 
causing victims to suffer in multiple ways
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Literature Review

▪ “Cascading abuse” occurs when 
episode(s) of a single form of abuse 
triggers subsequent other abuses 
perpetrated by different offenders
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Case Example
A woman who had been sexually 

assaulted was neglected in her health 
care facility when the staff “confined 
(this) victim to her room for days to 
prevent further sexual assault by 
another resident” (Ramsey-Klawsnik and Teaster, 
2012, p. 55)
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Health Impact
▪ Elder financial exploitation that co-occurs 

with other abuses linked to declines in 
victims’ health and well-being

▪ Health outcomes may be more severe or 
long lasting for older victims who have 
experienced multiple forms of IPV

▪ Dong and Simon (2013): polyvictimization is 
associated with significant increased risk 
(2.59-fold) of hospitalization
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Discussion Questions
 Have you seen polyvictimization among 

the clients you serve?
 What percentage of your cases involve 

PV, in your estimation?
 In your experience, do these victims 

suffer from greater harm than victims of 
one type of abuse?
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Contexts of Polyvictimization
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PV Occurs
▪ Within families (perpetrated by 

intimate partners and others)
▪ In community settings
▪ In care facilities
▪ Across diverse victim-perpetrator 

relationships
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Kin as Perpetrators
▪ A national APS study found 1/3 of all 

substantiated perpetrators were 
adult children (Teaster et. al., 2006) 

▪ Other family members, including 
grandchildren, nieces and nephews, 
and siblings also substantiated as 
perpetrators
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Non-Family Members
Abusers can be anyone who has 
developed a trusted relationship 
with the older victim—friends, 
acquaintances, a caregiver, 
attorneys, trustees, conservators, 
accountants, other service 
providers
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Case Example
The elderly man was “brutalized by a burly male 
home health aide employed by the victim’s wife.” 
The brutalized man, as he lay on a gurney in an 
emergency room, repeatedly told the same story of 
the home health aide’s beatings and neglect, while 
the aide and the victim’s wife insisted that the 
elderly man had fallen. Ultimately, the bruises on 
the man’s chest were determined to be the result 
of repeated beatings. (Gross, 2006) 
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Perpetrators in Care Facilities
▪ Specific abusive acts (perpetrated by facility 

employee, resident, or visitor) may occur in the 
context of neglect by the facility in failing to 
prevent that mistreatment

▪ Cascading neglect and abuse perpetrated by 
facility staff and management can occur 
following resident abuse if disclosures are not 
believed and intervention is not provided
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Case Example
…two teenage girls… were charged with physical, 
sexual and emotional abuse of seven Alzheimer’s 
patients over four months at the Good Samaritan 
Society nursing home in Albert Lea, Minn., where 
they worked… The girls allegedly poked residents’ 
breasts, hit their genitalia, stuck gloved fingers in 
their noses and mouths until they screamed, spit into 
their mouths, rubbed men until they became erect 
and laughed about their exploits later at school or 
driving around town (Connolly, 2009)
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Response to Victims of 
Polyvictimization
▪ Polyvictimization in 

later life is a 
common, complex, 
multi- dimensional 
problem

▪ Must be addressed 
comprehensively 

▪ Responses must be 
victim-centered and 
trauma-informed 
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Clinical Issues
▪ Recognize victims
▪ Believe victims
▪ Apply forensic principles to investigate
▪ Provide appropriate response
▪ Hold perpetrators accountable
▪ Provide effective prevention
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POLYVICTIMIZATION IN LATER LIFE

Forensic Interviewing
Sample Questions*
▪ How are things at home?
▪ How are things in the nursing home?
▪ What’s different since your son moved in?
▪ How is it for you living at your daughter’s?
▪ Is anything bothering you?
▪ Are you in pain?
▪ Can I help you with any thing?
▪ Are you worried?
*See Ramsey-Klawsnik, 2004 for info.
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When Abuse is Disclosed
▪ If in forensic role – gently ask open-ended 

questions using forensic principles 
▪ Screen for additional maltreatment
▪ Ask (for example): “Did anything else 

happen that you did not like?”
▪ Listen, empathize, offer assistance, 

document, report
▪ Arrange trauma-informed response
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Trauma-Informed Response
▪ Strengths-based framework
▪ Grounded in understanding of and responsiveness 

to  trauma impact
▪ Emphasizes physical, psychological, emotional 

safety for providers and victims
▪ Creates opportunities for victims to rebuild sense of 

control & empowerment (Hopper, Bassuk & Olivet, 2010) 
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Trauma-Informed Principles 

 Prioritize victim’s need for safety, respect, 
acceptance

 Maximize victim choice & control
 Use empowerment model, validate victim strengths 
 Recognize trauma impact on coping strategies
 Victim-provider partnership is key 
 Emphasize mutual self help 
 Minimize re-victimization chances
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Discussion
▪ Should awareness of polyvictimization

influence APS’ work? If yes, how vis-a-vis:
▪ Intake procedures?
▪ Investigation protocols?
▪ Interventions offered to the victims?
▪ Case closure decisions?
▪ Community collaboration?
▪ Public education initiatives?
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